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More corporate high flyers are seeing the wisdom of a sabbatical or “transitioning” – taking time off to take stock at the halfway
point of their career lives – to backpack, grow grapes or even opt for a monastic sojourn, reports CHEAH UI-HOON

L

EE Han Kiat, 54, was a vice-president of sales in an IT-related MNC
when he took a year’s no-pay leave
to help build up a non-profit organisation.
Karen Ho, in her 40s, quit her
job at Dell seven years ago, also to
help out at a non-profit organisation before returning eventually to Dell for a
higher position.
Rachel Tan, 42, a senior editor, also took a
year off to try her hand at different things – including a pilgrimage and co-writing a book on
art therapy.
“It was time to take stock,” recalls Ms Tan.
“I figured that with another 20 years of working life ahead, I’d like it to be as fulfilling as the
first 20, even if it’s in a new direction.”
“Sabbatical” or “transitioning” are
catch-words in the vocabulary of white-collared folks these days. When Ms Ho quit her
job, in the early 2000s, she didn’t hear of many
doing the same in her company, but this time
around, she knows or more colleagues doing
just that.
In her 30s then, she wasn’t burnt out. She
was just looking to do something that was
meaningful to her, she says. “Sure, I was tired,
and taking time out was a way to rebalance.”
The luxury of taking sabbaticals is still that –
a luxury for those who can afford the time, pay
cut and opportunity cost. But it’s not uncommon these days to hear about so-and-so who
took a year or two off to backpack or bake
cakes, stay in a monastery for a few months, or
complete a pilgrimage.
There is that proverbial burnout among
high-achievers, but it’s also a case of having
more choices in life these days, notes Declan
O’Sullivan, managing director of Kerry Consulting, a financial recruitment firm. More people
are now willing to explore choices instead of
sticking to a singular career track, he says.
Back in 2001, Mr O’Sullivan himself had taken off to a Japanese monastery for five months,
and took a two-year break in total before he
started his own company in 2004.
“We are all living longer now, and we have
choices to make that our parents never had,”
points out Leonard Yeow, co-founder of Halftime Asia, a non-profit organisation that helps
people make significant choices once they feel
that they have hit a peak in their careers. Halftime Asia was formed in 2008.
“Transitioning” is how former banker Crystal Lim Leahy describes it. She recently
launched a new venture that helps high-flyers
take stock of their lives, after having gone
through her own transition period two years
ago.

A personal experience
Ms Leahy, 33, was on the brink of divorce
when she and her banker husband decided to
give their marriage another chance, get themselves “straightened out”, and retired to the
countryside in Australia.
“He was travelling a lot, and I was fed up,”
recalls Ms Leahy. The couple have three children. Between them, they have worked at a
number of top banks – with names such as
UBS, Deutsche Bank, BNP Paribas and Credit
Lyonnais Securities Asia dotting their CVs.
They enrolled in a counselling retreat run
by the Hoffman Institute Australia, which offers an intensive personal development and discovery course. From there, the couple decided
to pack up and and move to a 10-acre farm in
Australia’s Mornington Peninsula.
“It was really rural . . . we went from two
maids and a chauffeur in Singapore to growing
grapes and vegetables, cooking and cleaning
by ourselves!” Ms Leahy laughs.

It was hard work but it was a very healing
time for the family, she says. That’s when they
learnt that there was more to life than making
money and slogging. “Although we were moving up financially over the years, our levels of
happiness didn’t keep track. We didn’t feel richer, or that we ever had ‘enough’, merely as if
we were always attaining higher levels of relative poverty and anxiety.”
But after two years of rural living, the
Leahys decided that at 44 and 33 years of age,
they were too young to “retire”. “Personally,
for me, I wanted to do something more meaningful than retiring in the countryside,” says
Ms Leahy.
So feeling sufficiently “balanced”, they returned to Singapore. Mr Leahy went back to
banking, and Ms Leahy came up with the idea
of the Legacy Process, targeted at senior executives. “What the Legacy Process tries to do is
help senior executives make transitions in their
lives. It’s a holistic retreat to deal with these
issues. I have a lot of friends who want to
change jobs or quit, or discover a more sustainable way of living, but they are afraid to quit, or
aren’t quite sure how to go about it.”
Especially now, with the banking industry
undergoing an upheaval, some have lost their
jobs, or are jaded and burnt out.
With the Legacy Process, participants – 10
to 14 only – will spend a week at the Hummingbird Eco Resort in Australia. Two Hoffman Institute-trained counsellors will “navigate” them
to help get clarity on their personal vision.
They will also get financial resource advice, given by veteran banker Eli Lenyoun, who was
previously head of wealth management Asia at
BNP Paribas Private Bank.
The aim at Legacy is very practical: to help
people transition. There are wellness retreats
and financial boot camps, but this is a blend of
both. “Those don’t really prepare you for crises. The Legacy Process is about helping people achieve clarity and there’s a huge emphasis
on work-life balance,” Ms Leahy stresses.
She’s received a lot of interest – from banker friends, especially – for a talk in July she’s
holding. Her target clients range from their late
30s all the way to their early 60s, with a majority of them expatriates, and 30 to 40 per cent
Asian.
The reality is that in this generation, people
are now living longer so they actually have to
plan for the second half of their lives, points out
Halftime Asia’s Mr Yeow. Singaporeans are also fortunate that economically, the country is
doing well.
With making second career choices, it’s natural that Halftime Asia’s immediate clientele
are those who have some level of success.
“These people have a margin to work with,”
Mr Yeow elaborates, not that the organisation
is elitist. About 80 per cent are male, and most
are in their late 40s.
In a nutshell, Halftime Asia helps people discern what they’re going through, to assure
them that it’s normal, and to give them a language to describe their experiences.
“It’s about helping people ‘unpack’, and to
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There are no fixed answers, Mr Yeow points
out. Some may want to get out of their full-time
jobs to do voluntary work, but conversely,
there are others, such as homemakers, who
may want to go back to the workplace. Operationally, Halftime tries to help people through
one-on-one to big group coaching. The three
co-founders are still holding their own jobs and
are doing this pro bono.
So far, most people have responded positively, says Mr Yeow, as the participants see this as
a chance to get their houses in order, such as
reducing gearing and increasing liquidity for example. And then for some, it’s mending their
marriages.
He flags what one top management guru,
Peter Drucker, once said, that the greatest impact on this generation is not technology, but
long life. “The baby boomers were the first
ones to realise they’re living longer and have
more choices. So we have choices to make that
our parents never had, and we don’t know
how to make them.”
Singapore is at this stage now – as a country
with a big middle class, he says. “It is totally
normal for people to take stock once they’ve
gained experience and some net worth . . . and
when they start attending funerals of friends’
parents. That’s when people realise they don’t
live forever, and start asking ‘second-half’ questions.”
For Mr Lee, the pull factor for taking
no-pay leave for a year, was 75 on a scale of
1 to 100. “The push factor, about 25,” he
says.
The pull factor was that he thought he
could make a useful contribution to Halftime
Asia, where he’s volunteering now, and making use of his management skills to set up the
organisation’s governance structure.

The push was really about the fact that he
had spent 30 years on his career, and it was
a good time to step away from the intensity of
his work.
“I do think that it’s more common now for
those in their 40s and 50s to ask what
they’ve accomplished, who they’ve become
and what will matter in the end,” he shares.
A father of three school-going children, he
definitely has to go back to his company after
this hiatus, he adds.
What were his friends’ reactions? Some
thought that he was brave to put his career
on hold, as it could have a negative impact;
while another group of people said he was
lucky to be able to do this. “But it’s not just a
matter of luck. It’s also choice,” he points out.
He has no regrets though, now that he’s
spent six months in his sabbatical. “The highest return is that you gain a better understanding of yourself, and letting go of something you’ve held on to so hard. You gain a
different perspective about what matters in
the end,” he says, adding that his blood pressure has improved tremendously and he’s also lost weight.
Ms Ho, too, wouldn’t trade her four years
for anything. “People wondered if what I did
was risky, but I’ve come back to the same
company with a wider perspective of life and
it’s helped me. I don’t think it has impeded
my career at all.”
She was heading Dell’s Online Premier
Pages when she left, and is now responsible
for Dell’s Sales Planning & Sales Development in the Asia-Pacific and Japan.
As a headhunter, Mr O’Sullivan advises
people on their careers. He does see people
who are concerned about change and feels
that this can be a limiting factor. “Any
change can be for the better or worse . . . it’s
a gamble. On the other hand, life in general is
a gamble, and often the biggest mistake is to
think one should do the safe thing and do
nothing. A very good strategy to have life
pass one by!”
For more information on The Legacy
Process and Halftime Asia, please look up
www.legacyprocess.com and
www.halftime-asia.org

